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AMERICANIZING SUSTAINABILITY: PLACE-BASED
APPROACHES TO THE GLOBAL CHALLENGE

TIMOTHY BEATLEY* AND RICHARD C. COLLINS*
I.

INTRODUCTION: THE NEED TO AMERICANIZE SUSTAINABILITY

As we pass the ten-year anniversary of the Rio conference,' it is
increasingly apparent that little progress has been made at reaching the global
sustainability vision and goals endorsed at that important event.2 Americans
are living less-sustainably.3 It seems that currency and relevance of
sustainability in American society are dismally low. The outcomes of the
recent World Summit on Sustainable Development ("WSSD") in
Johannesburg, South Africa4 were modest, and given the current United
States administration's low prioritization of environmental issues,5 not likely
to have shifted domestic apathy. It is timely, then, to consider what is
necessary to move American society in the direction of sustainability and to
begin to see this global issue and agenda as relevant and important. This
Article explores this issue, identifies some of the key obstacles to achieving
sustainability, and identifies what we believe to be some of the most essential
elements of an "American style" sustainability.
"Associate Professor, Department of Urban Planning and Environmental Planning, School
of Architecture, University of Virginia.
"Lawrence Lewis, Jr. Professor of Architecture & Planning, Department of Urban Planning
and Environmental Planning, School of Architecture, University of Virginia and Director of
the Institute of Environmental Negotiation.
' Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, UN Conference on Environment and
Development, UN Doc. A/CONF.151/5/Rev. 1 (1992), reprinted in 31 I.L.M. 874 (1992)
[hereinafter Rio Declaration].
2 See LIvING PLANET REPORT 2002 4 (Jonathan Loh, ed. 2002), http://www.panda.org/
(last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
downloads/general1LPR_2002.pdf
3
Id.
4 Johannesburg 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development, http://www.johannes
burgsummit.org/ flat/ (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
' See Glenn Kessler & Jon Jeter, Powell Jeered at Development Summit; Johannesburg
Accord Passes: Activists say U.S. Warered it Down, WASH. POST, Sept. 5, 2002, at Al (
"Bush was one of the few world leaders to skip the conference, and the United States was
widely viewed as the key obstacle to setting firm targets on issues such as bolstering the use
of renewable energy sources.").

WM. & MARY ENVTL. L.

& POL'Y REV.

[Vol. 27:193

Much was promised at the Rio conference, and for the most part those
promises have been ignored and unfulfilled. Promised increases in
development monies and technology transfer from the Northern to the
Southern Hemispheres have not been forthcoming. Global environmental
degradation and poverty have increased and remain largely irrelevant issues
to the wealthy industrialized world. The positive targets and commitments
agreed to in Johannesburg were fairly modest in scope and new United States
commitment is unimpressive. There is, thus, little reason to think that
Americans-either the population at large or their elected officials-will
show any greater concern in the years ahead. There is an equally small
probability that Americans will display greater inclination to lead more
sustainable lives and to build a more sustainable society than they currently
do. There are fundamental inequities in current global circumstances, such
as hegemonic resource use, but these arguments are not likely to lead to
much progress in the United States on the sustainability front. This Article
asserts that meaningful progress on sustainability in this country must occur
through strategies that reflect, and are adapted to, our unique American
circumstances and values. In short, this country needs an "Americanized"
version of sustainability. This Article advocates sustainability, and argues
that the United States must begin to find creative ways to "Americanize"
sustainability. This entails adapting strategies, ideas, and programs to better
capitalize on American values and sensibilities, while at the same time
tackling uniquely American obstacles.
What, more specifically, are the elements of an American approach
to sustainability? Emphasis on actions, policies, and programs at the local
(and to some degree state) level is critical, indeed inevitable. While there are
many things that can be done at the national or federal level, the policy levers
there are simply unlikely to be as easy or free to apply as they have been in,
say, Western European nations. As desirable as such things as a national
carbon tax or development of a national network of high-speed rail might be,
these grand sustainability moves at the national level are quite unlikely.
The American local approach must also be cobbled together with
support from citizens and constituents who are unabashedly parochial and
have relatively little understanding of or concern for the abstract plight of
other countries and cultures. For Americans to be at all motivated by a
global agenda, they must see direct personal ties or a clear self-interest.
Moreover, we cannot expect Americans to make personal sacrifices based
upon abstract arguments or principles of fairness. Americans seem to require
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faces, names, and actual people, and a kind of immediacy of connection that
more intellectual arguments do not provide.
The events of September 11, 2001 also cannot be ignored in
developing an Americanized approach to sustainable development. Personal,
community, and national security concerns have taken on new importance in
the minds of Americans and this is not likely to change in the near future.
Local, place-based strategies must be developed consonant with these new
social and personal concerns.
There are many American conditions and cultural qualities that are
particular and unique in their often extreme manifestation, that any local
place-based sustainability strategy must confront. These include attitudes
about land and property; the frontier ethic; limited knowledge of place,
geography, and history; a workaholic culture and economy; and an inherent
bias in favor of non-governmental market deliberations, among others.
At the heart of this new task is the need to fundamentally localize the
sustainability effort; to show clearly and convincingly how community
sustainability can be undertaken, and how sustainable communities and
places can also be inherently more livable and still retain their local identity.
Place-based approaches are the ones most likely to work in the American
context. Yet much can and is being done here. Local actions and initiatives
can, taken together, move American society in the direction of becoming
more resource-conserving and sustainable, as well as contributing to a more
just and sustainable world.
Working at the place-based local level is far from a perfect arena to
make the changes necessary to move to a sustainable trajectory. But as
Alexander Solzhenitsyn said in his Nobel Prize acceptance,
what seems to us more important, more painful or more
unendurable is not what really is more important, more
painful or more unendurable, but merely that which is closer
to home. Everything distant, which for all its important
moans and muffled cries, its ruined lives and millions of
victims, that does not threaten to come rolling up to our
threshold today we consider endurable and of tolerable
dimensions.6
6

Alexander Solzheitsyn Nobel Lecture (F.D. Reeve trans. 1970), http://www.columbia.edu/

cu/augustine/arch/solzhenitsyn/nobel-lit 1970.htm (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
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Solzhenitsyn's insightful and sobering remarks offer the social psychological
basis for our ideas. There is no one level of jurisdiction or of scale that is
ideal for concentrating one's efforts to achieve a sustainable future. But in
the United States, the local places are "close to home" and if not
"unendurable," they present a "threshold" for caring and acting.
One broad planning and policy topic area that has received
considerable public attention is the concern about urban and suburban
sprawl, described as the low density, scattered, car-dependent form of urban
growth that characterizes much of the built American landscape. 7 This
particular issue has animated and motivated many Americans into action, and
is a tangible expression of concern about the unsustainable patterns of growth
and development. It represents a potential important point of entrance into
the sustainability agenda, and a base perhaps from which to Americanize
sustainability. This Article begins with a discussion of the antidotes offered
to sprawl, in particular the so-called New Urbanism, and smart growth.
While these are promising and helpful initiatives, this Article asserts that
they fall far short of re-conceptualizing a more sustainable American society.
The remainder of the Article argues for the elements of a broader, more
inclusive vision of local sustainability. The place-based, Americanized
sustainability advocated here must apply ideas, language and sensibilities
that build onto uniquely American history and conditions.
11.

SMART GROWTH AND NEW URBANISM: THEIR PROMISE AS FORMS
OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Urban sprawl and concerns about its impact on traffic, open space,
and quality of life represent one potential motivating issue and foundation for
supporting sustainability policies and initiatives. For a growing number of
Americans, community growth pressures are out of control, as experienced
by rising commute times and traffic congestion, loss of open space, and ever
higher housing prices! Arguably, the general public, especially over the last

STIMOTHY BEATLEY & KRjSTY MANNING, THE ECOLOGY OF PLACE-PLANNING FOR
ENVIRONMENT, ECONOMY, AND COMMUNrrY 8 (1997).
'Id. at 9.
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five years, is catching up with the planning community in terms of its sense
of concern about wasteful, sprawling land use patterns. 9
As population and industry spread out, cities' footprints around the
country expand at much faster rates than population growth, creating an
increasingly scattered car-dependent landscape.'" This results in further loss
of natural and open land and increased degradation of natural systems and
ecological capital. " The causes and culprits are many. Public infrastructure
investments, the construction of federally-funded interstate highways
especially, have facilitated the exodus.' 2 Concerns about schools and crime
have sent Americans to the suburbs, as well as a pervasive conception of the
American dream in the form of a single family detached unit, on a sizeable
lot, with a garage, garden, and barbecue. 3
The proposed antidotes have been many, but several specific streams
of policy and thinking should be cited. Two that are explored here call for
1) smart growth, and 2) New Urbanism. Quite frequently local sustainability
is seen as synonymous with one or both of these movements and so we begin
with a critical review of each.
Neo-traditional design, or New Urbanism, advocates more compact,
walkable communities, based on the qualities of the traditional American
town or small city. 4 An architect-led movement, it has resulted in hundreds
of New Urbanist projects around the United States and Canada."5
New Urbanism, despite its clearly admirable goals, is not
synonymous with sustainable communities. For many reasons the rhetoric
and reality of New Urbanism are often at odds. Most New Urbanism can be
characterized as a somewhat more compact form of suburbanism. 6 Concern
about environment is often absent in New Urbanist projects, 7 despite the
rhetorical importance attached to it in the Charter of New Urbanism, which
is the statement of values adopted and promoted by the Congress of New
Urbanism. While most New Urbanist projects are of somewhat higher

9

Id. at 12-13.
'o Id. at 137.

" Id. at 15.
12 Id. at 40.
3 BEATLEY & MANNING,

Id. at 42.
15 Id. at 19, 43-46.
16Id. at21.
14

17 1d.

supra note 7, at 41.
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density, they are only marginally better than conventional growth in regard
to the environmental impacts of the lives and lifestyles of its residents.'"
Despite creating more pedestrian-friendly neighborhoods and traffic-calmed
communities, these are still typically car-dependent places. 9
An alarming recent trend is the incorporation of only minor New
Urbanist features in new development, for example porches, while applying
the full "New Urbanist" label."0 In most other ways these developments are
designed and built as conventional suburban subdivisions.2' One recent New
Urbanist project in southern California even includes guard-gates, a feature
antithetical to the community-strengthening goals of such developments.
While New Urbanism has been an architect and developer-driven
movement for the most part, smart growth initiatives have been propelled
through public planning and public sector initiatives. Concerned with more
sensible land use patterns at broader city and regional levels, smart growth
initiatives have taken off around the country. They emphasize steering new
development to infill and brownfield sites and to locations served by public
transit. They include initiatives to preserve open space and environmentally
sensitive land.22
Smart growth is in many ways the new lexicon for speaking of
growth management. It largely accepts the design goals and aspirations of
New Urbanism and seeks to advance them at a greater geographical scale.
The agenda of smart growth is driven more by planning and development
interests that operate at community and regional levels.
While precise definitions of smart growth vary, there is considerable
consensus among proponents of smart growth on the main themes or tenets.
The smart growth network, a "broad coalition" of 34 different organizations,
has developed a set of ten "smart growth principles" that encapsulates the
movement. 3 Briefly, smart growth is characterized by mixed-use, compact,
walkable communities, built onto existing towns and cities, where open space

8

Id. at 116.
& MANNING, supra note 7, at 116.

19BEATLEY

Id.
id.
22 See generally Smart Growth Online, http://www.smartgrowth.org (last visited Feb. 26,
2003) (discussing various initiatives encouraging smart growth).
23See http://www.smartgrowth.org/sgn/partners.asp (last visited Jan. 7, 2003).
20
21
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is protected.24 With the exception of nine and ten, the principles describe in
physical design terms and imagery what constitutes a smart development
pattern and community. 25 These are qualities and characteristics with which
most in the planning profession (the present authors included) would agree.26
Yet, we will argue that they are, unfortunately in important ways, narrow and
incomplete.
Smart growth, the New Urbanism, and growth management have
borrowed elements of each other in some ways that are useful, but also in
some ways that have the effect of limiting the range of factors that need to
be considered in local community planning. 2" The chosen rhetoric of New
Urbanism may invoke porches and alleys as "New Urbanism" while
confounding the part with the whole. Conventional subdivisions may still
be promoted as smart growth without consideration of automobile
dependency or even the location of the subdivision far from infrastructure or
in critical environmental protection areas.29 Promoters of development of
any type can be expected to invoke the favorable connotations of anti-sprawl
on behalf of their specific projects.3 °
Growth management, or community sustainability, extends beyond
New Urbanism to social, ecological and geographic dimensions and
conditions its design aspects to these dimensions."
Without these
dimensions, the smart growth mantra can become a diversion or even a
sham.3 2

The policy discourse boundaries of the New Urbanism, growth
management, traditional neighborhood development, and even sprawl, can
be unduly limiting.33 The concept of sustainable communities may include

See Smart Growth Network, What It Is, What It Does, http://www.smartgrowth.org/sgn/
whatissgn.pdf (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
25 See Smart Growth Network, Principles of Smart Growth, http://www.smartgrowth.org/
24

about/principles/default.asp (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
26 See id.
27 See id.
28See id.
29
See id.
30 See id.
"' See Smart Growth Network, Principles of Smart Growth, http://www.smartgrowth.org/
about/principles/default.asp (last visited Feb 26, 2003).
32 See id.
33 See id.
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these other approaches, but is not limited to them. 34 Also, by expanding the
level and range of discourse around the term sustainability, the potential for
these other terms to dilute or distort sustainable communities by implicitly
confining policy discourse to only those other terms is diminished." In
urban and environmental planning, the issues of population growth and
optimum size are not usually included as accepted and sanctioned policy
choices.36 The emphasis placed on New Urbanism or smart growth, as
distinct from population and consumption, has elevated those concepts
beyond their ability to relieve the worst consequences of a commitment to
growth rather than to sustainability." This must change.
In an earlier paper written by the authors," the acronym IM=P.A.C.T.
was adapted from Paul Ehrlich's earlier version: P for population, A for
affluence, and T for technology to identify the key factors that in
combination drew down the earth's resources.39 We modified this acronym
to include C for consumption.40 We argued that the addition of the C for
consumption made it clear that affluence need not inevitably lead to high
consumption. Options for less conspicuous depleting and waste-generating
behaviors that were compatible with increasing affluence provided a range
of choices taking affluence in leisure, and/or in protecting high value
places.4
In that article, we observed that Fred Hirsch's book, SocialLimits to
Growth,42 defined the "paradox of affluence" or the "frustration of
affluence." The more a society pursues affluence, conventionally defined as
the margin between wants and the capacity to achieve them, the less
satisfying it becomes.43 This suggests that affluence allows for limitations

34

See id.
See id.
36 See id.
31 See Smart Growth Network, Principles of Smart Growth, http://www.smartgrowth.org/
about/ principles/default.asp (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
3' Timothy Beatley & Richard Collins, Smart Growth and Beyond: Transitioning to a
SustainableSociety, 19 VA. ENVTL L.J. 287 (2000).
'9See Paul Ehrlich & J.P. Holdren, The Impact ofPopulationGrowth, 171 SCi. 1212 (1971).
40 Beatley & Collins, supra note 38, at 302.
I' at 307-08.
Id.
42
35

FRED HIRSCH, SOCIAL LIirrs To GROWTH (1976).
1Id. at7.

43
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on consumption in pursuit of other values such as leisure time or natural
quality.
In our critique of the New Urbanism, smart growth, and even growth
management, we propose to add still another letter to the acronym. D for
design. The letter D acknowledges the importance of geographic and
architectural design for mitigating population increase that contributes to
sprawl. The revision to IM=P.A.C.T.eD acknowledges the potential of
design as an important variable that deserves separate consideration, rather
than inclusion with population, technology, and consumption. Good design,
in the sense of compact growth, and mixed residential, commercial and civic
uses can reduce the impact of automobiles, promote pedestrian and bicycle
transportation, and encourage civic activity. But our critique suggests that
the New Urbanism or smart growth-largely focused on design-is too
partial and inadequate to the challenges of growth."
Smart growth initiatives have been developed around the country at both
state and local levels.45 State governments have assumed special new roles
in the smart growth agenda.46 Maryland's smart growth initiative has
received much attention, and in many respects has become the poster child
for the smart growth movement. 47 Established in 1997 by Governor Paris
Glendening, the initiative seeks to harness and guide the financial and other
influence of the state government.48 Under the Maryland Smart Growth
Areas Act,49 and the Governor's 1998 executive order implementing the
provisions of this Act, new and certainly important conditions are placed on
state growth inducing or supporting actions.5" Specifically, state funding for

Beatley & Collins, supra note 38, at 322.

See generally MARTIN A. BIERBAUM,

INST. OF PUB. ADMIN., SMART GROWTH: A TALE OF

Two STATES NEW JERSEY AND MARYLAND (2001) (discussing the similarities
and differences between the plans of the two states), http://www.theipa.org/publications/
smartgrowth bierbaun.pdf (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
46 Id. at21.

47 Id; GERRIT-JAN KNAPP, NAT'L CTR. FOR SMART GROWTH EDUC. AND RESEARCH,
AN

INQUIRY

INTO THE

PROMISE AND PROSPECTS

OF SMART

GROWTH

2

(2002),

http://www.smartgrowth.umd.edu/research/SmartGrowthProspects-610.pdf (last visited Feb.
26, 2003).
48 BIERBAUM, supra note 45, at 21.
49 MD. CODE ANN., STATE FIN. & PROC. §5-7B-01 et seq. (2001).
10 BIERBAUM, supra note 45, at 21-22.
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growth projects is no longer permitted outside of designated Priority Funding
Areas ("PFA"s).5"
A number of other specific state programs aim to encourage growth
with these PFAs, including brownfield cleanup incentives,52 provision of tax
credits for job creation within PFAs, 3 a "Live Near Your Work" program 5to4
provide grants to individuals buying homes near their place of employment,
and a program for providing low-interest mortgages for homes in
neighborhoods targeted for revitalization." A "Rural Legacy Program"
focuses on protecting and preserving agricultural and open space lands
outside growth areas, with the goal of preserving, by 2011, some 200,000
acres of land.56
Maryland's smart growth initiatives have gained momentum from
Governor Glendening's commitment to them.57 Governor Glendening
capitalized upon a variety of Maryland laws that provided the basis for
executive leadership, if it were forthcoming.58 For example, the "critical
areas" legislation specifies limited growth allocation which is required by
state approval of local plans.59 This "growth allocation" is a fixed, and not
readily expanded, acreage that can be intensively developed by localities.'
Along with the Rural Legacy Program and county initiatives to acquire
farmland and open space easements with local revenue,6 Maryland has the
infrastructure for land and community planning that a committed public and
the executive leadership can exploit.62
Other states have been active in promoting smart growth as well.63
New Jersey represents yet a different approach to achieving smart growth."
5

I/d. at21.
at 25; see also KNAPP, supra note 47, at 4.

52Id.

3 BIERBAUM, supra note 45, at 25; KNAPP, supra note 47, at 4.
BIERBAUM, supra note 45, at 25; KNAPP, supra note 47, at 4.
" BIERBAUM, supra note 45, at 25, 29.
56Id. at 25; see also, KNAPP, supra note 47, at 3.
" BIERBAUM, supra note 45, at 31.
5
sSee id. at 22.
59
See generally MD. CODE ANN. NAT. RES. I. §§ 8-1801-1817 (2002).
54

6 Id.

61 BIERBAUM,

supra note 45, at 26-27.

62 KNAPP, supra note 47, at 6-7.
63 BIERBAUM, supra note 45, at 7.

64Id. at 30.
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The New Jersey effort has been propelled, unlike Maryland's, by the
development and adoption of a visionary state plan.6" The actual state plan
is a vision of how and where future growth in the state should be
accommodated.66 The first version of this plan was prepared and adopted in
1992 and was updated in 2001.67 The plan attempts to accommodate a
projected increase of one million residents in the state by directing growth
to a series of growth "centers., 61 While the plan is essentially advisory,
several mechanisms for implementation do exist.6 9 State departments are to

seek ways to implement the plan, and variety of state actions and programs
have sought to strengthen the plan.7' These include a new rehabilitation
subcode making it easier to renovate and reuse older buildings, 71 a state
brownfields reuse program (including liability protection and financial
incentives), 72 expedited state permitting for development in designated
centers,73 and the issue ofone billion dollars to acquire and preserve a million
acres of founded and open space. 74 Smart growth planning grants have also
been made available to localities. 5
A number of local governments have also adopted smart growth
programs.76 Austin, Texas, for instance, seeks to guide growth by providing
special incentives, such as reduced infrastructure changes and expedited
permit review, to development located in designated preferred growth
zones. 77 Other local governments around the country are utilizing a variety
of different growth management tools, techniques, and strategies now often
described under the banner of smart growth. 8

Id. at 7.
Id.at9.
67Id. at 9, 34.
61Id. at 9.
66

supra note 45, at 11.
Seeid. at 11-14.
7/Id. at 15.
69 BIERBAUM,
70

72id.

7'Id. at 16.
74Id. at 17.
75BIERBAUM, supra note 45, at 16.
76 Beatley & Collins, supra note 38,
77Id.

at 291.

78 See e.g., NATURAL RES. DEF. CouNcIL, SMART GROWTH: WEATHERING THE STORM

(March 2002) (examining the different approaches being taken to smart growth in difficult
economic times), availableat http://www.nrdc.org/cities/smartGrowth?pstatebgts.asp.
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Smart growth efforts have met with modest success to date. Early
experience from Maryland suggests limited effectiveness in guiding growth
there.79 Among other results, many counties have designated excessively
large areas for PFAs, contributing to further sprawl rather than containing it
effectively."0 The incentives for growth in desired locations likely will be
insufficient to overcome otherwise strong market pressures for greenfield
sprawl. For instance, recent studies of counties in the Baltimore region
conclude that substantial amounts of future urban growth will occur outside
of designated growth areas. In Carrol County, nearly sixty percent of the
growth projected to occur by 2020 will be outside of these preferred growth
areas. That these state and local smart growth initiatives have met with
limited success is not surprising. While a positive step in the right direction,
we believe they are fraught with inherent limitations and are not overly
ambitious in their goals.
Efforts at containing growth are likely to have limited success,
whether through PFAs in Maryland or urban growth boundaries ("UGB"s)
in Oregon."' These measures may experience several common problems.
82
They are not likely to contain all (or most) growth; that is they will "leak."
There is also a tendency for sprawl to occur within these boundaries. 3
Designating PFAs or drawing UGBs will tend to be politically
controversial.8 4 Additionally, these measures will raise the specter of impacts
on the price of housing. 5 Finally, there is no doubt that the potential
damaging effect of many programs will result in heated opposition by rural
landowners and developers desirous of protecting the often extremely high
speculative value of these lands.8 6

79 See KNAPP, supra note 47, at 24.
80
See 1000 Friends of Maryland, at http://www.friendsofmd.org (last visited Feb. 26,2002).
Si Cf KNAPP, supra note 47, at 10 (drawing inferences about the success of Maryland's PFA
system from a comparison with Oregon's UGB system, describing several flaws, but finding
ultimately that PFAs will improve the smart growth process and the quality of land use
planning). These two improvements are not enough to qualify PFAs as a success.
52Id.

at 11.

83

id. at 11-12.
84

See id. at 10-11.

5
ld. at
86

12.
See, e.g., Trent Siebert & Jim Hughes, Growth Sides Might Bypass Lawmakers: Ballot
Issues Considered by Both Factions,DENv. POST, May 11, 2001, at A 12.
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Land-use planning and effective growth management have always
been difficult in the American context, with its history of abundant land,
emphasis on private property, and anti-government predilections. And, as
the previous sections discuss, efforts at steering and shaping growth through
smart growth and New Urbanism have been equally difficult. Each state has
its own framework, as does each locality, in moving forward. Some have
advanced beyond others. Sustainability requires innovation and
experimentation, and the diverse political and geographic settings require
innovative actions consistent with the political and institutional realities of
their "places."
I11.

WILL SMART GROWTH BE SUCCESSFUL? SOME CHALLENGING
OBSTACLES TO THIS APPROACH TO SUSTAINABILITY

We are not the only skeptics, and there has been considerable
commentary and analysis questioning the present success and likely
effectiveness of smart growth initiatives.8 7 The smart growth and New
Urbanist agenda can be viewed as ineffective and inadequate in another way,
as well. Even if such programs and design efforts were able to transform the
physical configuration of our communities, we would be living only
marginally more sustainable lives. The smart growth agenda is a land use
and urban design agenda, and does not fundamentally address the broader
ways in which we are using and using up resources, exceeding local and
global limits, and living more broadly in unsustainable communities. Thus,
we argue for a broader, more inclusive vision of community
sustainability-one that will at once have more chance of success at shaping
more sustainable land use, but which will also address the other profound
way in which our communities are functioning and operating unsustainably.
To be sure, the glass is also half full: local and state growth
management initiatives have had some degree of success at steering growth
in more sustainable directions. Some New Urbanist developments like King
Farm, another project adjacent to a Washington, D.C. Metro station, and the
Crossings, a compact redevelopment of a suburban shopping mall site, are
clearly improvements. They are marginally more sustainable than
conventional (suburban) growth. There is no'denying, as well, that
considerable land has been protected through state and local acquisition

" See Beatley & Collins, supra note 38, at 293-94.
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programs; and land acquisition is a key element of state smart growth
initiative in states like New Jersey and Maryland.88
But success in fundamentally shifting the course and pattern of urban
growth in the United States is quite unlikely through the present smart
growth movement or New Urbanist design template. Much more will be
required and fundamental issues and obstacles will need to be addressed.
Success in the movements has been modest in part because the challenges of
shifting the direction of the growth leviathan are immense. Long-term
success will be limited without acknowledging and tackling these
fundamental obstacles.
A.

Populationand DemographicTrends

Any efforts to tackle community growth are doomed to failure
without taking into account the national, regional and local population trends
and forces at play. Since fertility rates have leveled in this country,89 the
lion's share of new population growth in the United States will result from
immigration. 9° Current estimates place United States growth in population
at over one percent per year;9' the 1990s added some thirty-three million to
the United States population.9' Because immigration and births are not
uniform throughout the United States, their implications for land use and
resource consumption are far greater in many specific states and regions.
California alone grew by an amazing 571,000 people in 2000 alone and is
projected to receive much of this growth in the years ahead.93 Population in
that state is projected to increase from its current thirty-four million to nearly
fifty-four million by 2025."'
There is little doubt that increasing population pressures will result
in increasing loss of farmland, forest land, natural land, as well as the natural
8 See BIERBAUM, supra note 45.
89

Beatley & Collins, supra note 38, at 309.

90 Id.
9 Id.

92Id.
9' Jim

Motavalli, As Its PopulationSoars, California'sEnvironmentApproaches A Crisis,
THE ENVTL MAG., Mar. 21, 2002, available at http://www.enn.com/news/ern-stories/
2002/03/03212002/s_46490.asp (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
94Id.
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resources that are needed by a growing population. These include water,
clean air, food and fossil fuels, among others. If the goals of smart growth
are in part to reduce resource consumption, this will be difficult in the face
of rising populations. Even if Americans on average consumed the same,"
the impacts on the natural resource base would remain excessive.96
Recent resource crises demonstrate this effect of rising populations.
The energy crises occurring in California during the 2001 summer, for
97
instance, illustrate well the importance of the population dimension. Even
though some progress in the area of conservation and efficiency has occurred
in that state,98 overall demand for electricity has risen substantially over the
last decade.
A recent Anthony Downs op-ed piece echoes these sentiments." As
a nation we will grow by some sixty million people in the next two decades
alone, a thirty-three percent increase in population."°° "It is hard to believe
that this population bulge can be fitted into existing metropolitan settlements
0
mainly through increasing density in already-built-up areas."' ' These
population and demographic pressures have largely been viewed as beyond
the domain or influence of local governments. We believe this perception is
part of what makes sustainability difficult in the United States, and part of
what our Americanized strategy must begin to address.

See infra notes 108-113 and accompanying text, however, for a discussion of Americans'

increasing consumption.

6Beatley & Collins, supra note 38, at 311.

9 Wilmerding, Eliza, Green Cities From the Windy City to the Sun Belt, local governments
arepicking up where the Bush/Cheney energy plan leaves off, MOTHER JONES, April 2001,
available at, http://www.motheijones.com/web-exclusives/features/news/greencities.html
(last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
" Ric Oberlink, Too Many People, Too Little Power, PeopleLongage, PowerShortage, SAN
DIEco UNION-TRIBUNE, Jan. 17, 2001 (stating that per capita electricity consumption has
gone down slightly from 7292 khw per year to 6952 khw per year).
9 See Anthony Downs, Can Transit Tame Sprawl?, GOVERNING MAG., Jan. 2002,
http://www.brook.edu/views/op-ed/downs/20020 101 .htm (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
"oo Id. (noting that the biggest factor influencing transportation policy is the need to
accommodate this projected increase in the United States population).
101Id.
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Consumption and Economy

Smart growth does not address population growth, nor does it address
the fundamental driving forces of economic growth and personal
consumption. Any effective tackling of the growth problem in the United
States must confront these propelling forces.
Much of the impact of urban growth, the energy consumed, materials
used, and the pollution generated, is a function of gradually changing
conceptions of what a desirable lifestyle is. Growth impact also represents a
growth in wealth and income available to give tangible expression to these
conceptions. A market economy founded on assumptions of unlimited
growth, and unquenchable wants, manifests in many ways. There is a special
impact on communities and the physical environment. 2 Capital in search
of profit abandons businesses and landscapes in one place, while building
and establishing new ones elsewhere. Environmental and community costs
associated with these growth assumptions are externalized and not generally
factored into these decision calculi."0 3 Macro-economic policy, favoring
growth at any cost, generally prevails where success and progress are judged
by size of the Gross Domestic Product ("GDP"), thus exacerbating these
pressures.
The demand side of economic growth is important as well. Both the
sheer amount of consumption and also the ways in which we are consuming
are important. The rapid move toward a global economy has meant growing
availability of inexpensive products, which are transported great distances
and marketed through expanding corporate owned stores. Big-box and large
scale commercial growth have fueled much of the scattered, car-dependent
growth in our communities, in turn sapping economic energy from existing
cities and towns and village centers."'O
Consumption becomes an amoral, placeless act. The typical
consumer doesn't know who made the product he is buying, knows little
about the materials that go into making the product and almost nothing about

1 2

SUSTAINABLE SONOMA COUNTY 3

(2002), http://www.sustainablesononia.org/projects/footprintreport/scfpweb.pdf(last visited
Jan. 6, 2003).
"03 See Beatley & Collins, supra note 38, at 298.
104 id. at 294.
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the impacts on land, water, resources, produced in this process. 05 And, in the
current culture, it appears we don't really care.
Smart growth and New Urbanism are largely about shifting the
location of these establishments, perhaps by modestly redesigning them,
without confronting the underlying economic development assumptions at
play.10 6One clear conclusion is that addressing sprawl requires building a
different economic system; one that relies on locally owned commercial
establishments and local-based enterprises, providing locally made products
from local materials and labor. 7 Movement towards a place-based economy
is critical.
Minimizing the direct consumption or use of land for new
development is an important planning goal. As a result of sprawl, we lose
important agricultural land, biodiversity and habitat, and recreational open
space. But, as damaging as these direct land use impacts are, there are a
broader set of impacts reflecting the cumulative pressures created by the lives
and lifestyles of the people living in these homes and buildings. Some of
these impacts have to do directly with the homes and building process. The
average new American home has doubled in size in about a generation,'08 and
this, despite improvements in energy efficiency, has resulted in absolute
increases in the energy and resource demands. Every consumption choice
and decision, from the type and size of the automobiles we drive, to our
eating habits, to our choices about clothing and consumer goods, involves an
impact.
A broader notion of sustainable community, then, while concerned
with direct land use efforts, is equally concerned with these indirect and
larger cumulative land impacts necessitated by lifestyle and consumption
choices."4° Sustainable communities recognize an obligation to reduce
and minimize their ecological footprints and the commitment to working to
achieve a high quality of life for their residents with the smallest footprints
practical."o
The concept of ecological footprint has become an important
conceptual and practical tool for adding up these effects and providing a
10Id. at 293-94.
Id. at 293-94.
Carl Hanore, Welcome to the City's Speed Limits, NAT'L POST, Jan. 29, 2002.
, Beatley & Collins, supra note 38, at 293.
109 Honore, supra note 107.
I10 Id.
'06
107

210

WM. & MARY ENVTL. L.

& POL'Y REV.

[Vol. 27:193

sense of their order of magnitude. The ecological footprint of Americans is
approximately ten hectares per person (about twenty-four acres),' or some
five times the global average. Pioneered by Rees and Wackemogel (1999),
the ecological footprint is an expression of the land area needed to produce
the food, energy, and materials to support our lifestyles." 2
We are consuming both at levels that increasingly exceed the capacity
of global ecosystems to regenerate and at levels (in the United States at least)
that far exceed any "fair share" of the global commons. "a The United States
is less than five percent of the world's population consuming one-quarter of
the world's resources, generating some one-quarter of global carbon
emissions." 4 Furthermore, there is growing evidence that these consumption
levels are exceeding the regenerative capacities of planet Earth. The recently
issued 2002 Living Planet Report, produced by the Worldwide Fund for
Nature, and a comparison of ecological footprint trends and trends in
biological capacity, suggest consumption is already "overshooting"
regeneration by about twenty percent."15 This report's gloomy projection is
that by 2050 the earth's nine billion people will "require between 1.8 and 2.2
Earth-sized planets in order to sustain their consumption of crops, meat, fish,
and wood, and to hold CO 2 levels constant in the atmosphere." 116
C.

Lifestyle and Convenience

Smart growth and New Urbanism also fail to address underlying
attitudes and preferences about lifestyle and convenience. There is a reason
Americans appear to enjoy, or at least appreciate, shopping at the Super WalMart. Such stores offer large quantities and varieties of consumer goods, and
eliminate the need to travel to several different stores to obtain the same
selection. Americans are no longer willing to make a separate stop at the
hardware store, the sporting goods store, the automotive store, or the grocery
store. We are not like Europeans, who seem to be more willing to make

. See Downs, supra note 100, at 6. See also LIVING PLANET REPORT, supra note 2, at 6.
S12See LIVING PLANET REPORT, supra note 2, at 4.
113 id.
SLIVING PLANET REPORT, supra note 2, at 19.
1Id.
116 d. at 18.

2002]

AMERICANIZING SUSTAINABILITY

to the butcher, wine shop, and others, and even enjoy
casual market trips
7

these sojourns.1
Our personal lifestyles (and lives) are, at a fairly fundamental level,
tied to consumption, and the condition of the physical environment reflects
this consumption."' We buy larger cars and trucks (about half the motor
vehicles sold today are trucks and sport utility vehicles)," 9 the average new
home size has doubled in a generation, ° we consume more and more
energy, and we emit more and more greenhouse gases.'
It is perhaps not surprising that convenience is seen as a premium
American value, in that personal and family time constraints are excessive
here compared with most other industrialized nations in the world. 2 Driven
by the growth-economy and a "personal success through income and goods"
mantra, Americans work long hours,' with a high percentage of households
with two income eamers."24 There is little time in our busy American lives
to participate in community and community events, to learn about and spend
time in one's community, or to do much else. 2 In smart growth
communities and New Urbanist developments there may be relatively little
walking, strolling, and socializing because of these larger time constraints
and lifestyle factors. The smart growth and New Urbanist advocates hold an

' Beatley & Collins, supra note 38, at 294.
118 Id.
"9 David Ivanovich & Greg Hassell, SUVs Drive Effort to Raise Fuel Economy, Hous.
CHRON., Jul. 16, 2001, at 1.
'oLeslie Mann, Playingon the Team BringsBeastly Comparisons,CHI. TRUIB. Jun. 1, 2002,
at 1.
121 Katherine Seligman, Californian'sAren't Energy Hogs! Only Rhode Island, New York
and Hawaii Use Less per Person, Agency Says, S.F. CHRON. Feb. 11,2001, at Al.
122 Susan Carpenter, Don't We All Deserve A Month's Vacation? A Santa Monica Writer
Crusadesfor FederallyMandatedTime OffforAllAmerican Workers, L.A. TIMES, Aug. 13,
2001, at El.
123 Id.
24 In 2001, fifty-three percent of marriages were composed of two working spouses. Jason
Fields & Lynne M. Casper, America's Families and Living Arrangements:March 2000,
CURRENT POPULATION REPORTS P20-537
(Jun. 2001), http://www.census.gov/prod/200lpubs/p20-537.pdf. (last visited Feb. 26,2003).
125 "Americans devote nearly 2000 hours a year to their jobs, more than any other industrial
nation, and two weeks more than even the Japanese." Laurent Belsie, Step Aside Yuppies,
Here Come "Dewks ", CHRISTIAN SCI. MONITOR, Oct. 24,2000, http://www.csmonitor.com/
durable/2000/10/24/fpls4-csm.shtml (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
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untenable physical determinant view that simply changing the design and
physical configuration will change the way people live.' 26
D.

Attitudes About Land and Environment

The smart growth and New Urbanist movements do not seek to
confront perhaps the single most important cultural factor, our historical
prevailing views of land and nature. There are several constituent elements
to this cultural package, but at the heart is a fundamental view of land as an
economic commodity, free and abundant, and of essentially instrumental
value.
In American community planning and development circles,
undeveloped land conditions-forest, farm, wetland, prairie-are essentially
viewed as temporary; their state is a seen as a lesser value use on the way to
more productive end uses. Our planning systems, at their heart, assume a
natural, desirable, and constant move in the direction of highest and best
market use.
Another constituent element of this cultural ethos is the
individualistic way we have tended to conceive of decisions about land.
With the exception of the body of nuisance law, we accept that individual
landowners rightly ought to be vested with decisions about how best to use
these personal commodities. Other important elements of this cultural ethos
include a comucopian view of natural resources and an appalling ignorance
of place and nature.
Because of these historical American policies and beliefs, many
citizens hold a world view in which there is so much land and such an
abundant natural resources base that no matter how it is used the impacts on
others will be small to none. This offers scant support for a more collective
view. The view of land as relatively unimportant and largely limitless plays
itself out every day in hundreds of communities around the country. A
planning commission may question the desirability ofthat greenfield housing
project because of the traffic it causes or the services it requires, but there is
typically little debate about the loss of the land itself and the natural
conditions and qualities it supports.
The prevailing tax system further reinforces these tendencies.
Traditional property tax systems are based on the speculative market value
26

See TIMOTHY BEATLEY & KRISTY

MANNING, GOING LOCAL

182-85 (1997).
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of land. Essentially land and property are viewed, and taxed, as a
developable commodities. More generally, prevailing tax systems fail to
assess tax rates based on true social or environmental costs or in ways that
acknowledge the value of ecological services provided by land.'
Limited Place Knowledge and Commitment

E.

Place-knowledge and place-commitments are also essential to
creating more sustainable communities, yet the smart growth and New
Urbanist movements have little to say about them. Americans' knowledge
of their own particular place in the world is limited, and another central
aspect of the problem. The results of a recent national test given by the
United States Department of Education are telling. Only one in four high
school students were found to be "proficient" in geographical knowledge. 2 '
An astounding one in three eighth graders could not even identify their own
home state when given a map of the United States.' 29 Knowledge of placeecology is probably woefully inadequate as well. It is ironic that young
people today in central Virginia are more likely to be able to identify the
McDonald's golden arches at 1000 feet, then a pileated woodpecker or
chimney swift. There are more than 100 different species of dragonflies and
damselflies native to the eastern United States, yet few are recognizable to
members of the human community.
It is little wonder then, that Americans tend to care so little, and
commit so rarely, to the places in which they live. Individual housing
consumers are able and willing to seek the least expensive housing, often in
an outlying area, with a considerable commute, in part because of the
anonymous nature of land and landscape, and the increasing uniformity of
the built form that accompanies it.

127See

Daniel H. Cole, Accounting for Sustainable Development, 8 FORDHAM ENVTL. L.J.

123, 123 (1996).
128 Michael

A. Fletcher, In Test, Students Lack GeographyKnowledge, WASH. POST, Jun. 22,

2002, at A9.
129

Id.
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SUSTAINABLE DIRECTIONS FOR AMERICAN COMMUNITIES:
TOWARDS MORE EXPANSIVE PLACE-BASED STRATEGIES

Smart growth and New Urbanism are admirably local in their
application, and are physically and emotionally graspable to most Americans.
Yet, we believe that if place-based strategies are to be truly effective and
meaningful, it is necessary to increase them, and they must confront the
underlying obstacles identified above. Without confronting this collection
of potent forces, efforts at reshaping urban and suburban growth patterns will
likely fail. Moreover, the appropriate goal should be to create fundamentally
sustainable places, not just modestly readjusting the physical spaces in a city
or suburb.
Many of these larger economic, political and cultural forces are for
the most part beyond the control of local planners; but they are not
completely beyond control or influence. Moreover, we hold that the
development of a broader, more compelling local sustainability vision and
program, when pursued by hundreds, perhaps thousands of individual
jurisdictions, could indeed begin to make a real difference. A need clearly
exists for action at the regional, state, national, and international levels. But
our emphasis is on the local level, where the possibilities for reform and
innovation are most likely in the short term.
We believe that controlling and redirecting sprawl and finding more
land-efficient ways to accommodate future population growth are important
challenges for planners. Some success is evident through smart growth
programs and New Urbanist projects. However, without a broader
understanding of the economic and demographic forces at work, such efforts
will necessarily fall short. We believe the planning agenda must be much
broader and more visionary. Community sustainability,is a more compelling
vision than smart growth or New Urbanism, and fully subsumes these
concepts.
What, then, might the elements of such an expanded Americanized
sustainability agenda be? Building on considerable thinking and writing over
the last decade, and innovative practice in Europe and United States, we can
begin to sketch out the elements of this broader vision. At a minimum,
community sustainability must incorporate the subjects below.
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Rethinking Population

While absolute population growth in the United States will be a
driving force in the process of community development and urbanization, it
is not immediately clear how local planners and local communities can
reasonably address this issue. Communities can and should participate in
multiple levels of discussion and action. A nationaldebate about acceptable
population growth and the need for an ecologically optimal limit or carrying
capacity would be helpful. This currently seems unlikely to happen in any
significant or meaningful way.
Because most future United States population growth will be a result
of immigration 30 this discussion is invariably an emotional one and goes to
heart of our national self-image. Our own view is that there should be a goal
of some ultimate reasonable national limit on immigration. Immigration
limits should be calibrated or connected to tangible measures of
improvement in sustainable society. Greater population growth and
immigration might be possible when accompanied by reductions in our
ecological footprint or further protection and restoration of our ecosystems
and national bio-capacity.
In our Americanized notion of sustainability, the establishment of
local population policy is an important and reasonable possibility, as national
demographic pressures will affect specific localities and states differently.
We believe that in certain circumstances, with specific conditions, individual
localities have the right and duty to curtail population growth, or set
population limits. The primary defensible circumstances are invoked when
future extended population growth will irreparably damage local or regional
ecosystems and/or exhaust irreplaceable or unique local resources (e.g.,
surface waters/riparian systems, biodiversity).
Local population restrictions will certainly confront legal and ethical
challenges, and there are certainly legitimate and important issues in how to
craft and fairly implement such policies. Legitimate conditions should
include: 1) assurance that communities remain inclusive, 2) adequate
affordable housing and living conditions exist, 3) that a fair process exists for
distributing limited development permits/population growth limits, and 4)
13 See Jane

Sneddon Little & Robert K. Triest, The Impact ofDemographic Changeon US.

LaborMarkets, NEW ENG. ECON. REv. 47, 47 (2002),
availableat,http://www.bos.frb.org/economic/neer/neer2002/neerl 02c.pdf(last visited Feb.
26, 2003).
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population growth curtailed in one place does not lead to unreasonable
ecological damage elsewhere.
In the absence ofmeaningful population and immigration restrictions
at the national level, local place-based sustainability strategies must consider
establishing such limits. To Americanize this debate means emphasizing the
need for every community, every place, to actively discuss and decide how
large it wishes to become, what population size and corresponding
community qualities (e.g., mix of economic and cultural opportunities, traffic
conditions) are desired. Considering optimal community size has a long and
dating at least to Ebenezer Howard and the
honorable planning heritage,
3
'
movement.'
Cities
Garden
B.

Rethinking Consumption

Creating sustainable communities will require tackling head-on the
consumption issue. This can be done in a number of ways. Providing
encouragement for green, less environmentally-destructive forms of
consumption is an essential tactic. Energy is a good case in point. It is
possible and desirable to consume less energy, and what is consumed can be
generated from renewable sources. Much can be done here at the local level.
Aggressive programs for supporting renewable energy, for instance, local
installation of photovoltaics, can be seen in cities such as Chicago,
Sacramento and Austin. 132 The citizens of San Francisco recently approved
a measure that gives the Board of Supervisors unlimited bond authority to
support renewable energy projects. 33 A fifty megawatt local solar power
network is envisioned .'3'
For these initiatives to succeed in our American political and cultural
context, they may need to be couched in terms of energy stability and
security (e.g., to avoid the threat of California-style brown-outs) as well as
a way to reduce costs while supporting ecology. Green building, less energy
and resource consumptive, represents one local policy area where many of
these different policy levers have been successfully used. Financial and
developmental incentives are increasingly provided, such as Arlington
3 See JANE JACOBS, THE DEATH OR LIFE OF GREAT AMERICAN CITIES 17-18 (1961).
132 Wilmerding, supra note 98.
133Id.
134 Id.
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County's density bonus for buildings meeting minimum Leadership in
Energy & Environmental Design ("LEED") certification. 1' Cities like Santa
Monica136 and San Francisco 137 adopted minimal mandatory green standards.
Cities like Seattle now require all new public buildings to be designed to
minimum green standards (Minimum LEED Certification) 138 and the city of
Chicago has sponsored the design of a series of pilot green homes (and is
now underwriting their construction). 139 Less-consumptive green building
has made significant progress (though with much more left to do) in those
communities that have adopted such measures.
Such new forms of consumption may require significant policy and
legislative changes. In 1999, Ohio became only the second state to permit
local governments to pool the buying power of their customers and to
negotiate with power companies for better rates and conditions."4 This has
allowed 100 cities in Cuyahoga County, representing 450,000 electricity
customers, to negotiate an aggregate power supply contract with Green
Mountain Power.' 4' As a result, not only will customers buy a greener mix
of power, resulting in a thirty percent reduction in carbon dioxide, but their
power bills will actually go down. 42 Empowering communities and their
customers to make more responsible consumption decisions is an important
part of the sustainable communities.
Of course, rethinking consumption also involves public dialogue
about how much consumption is actually necessary or desirable. Here, local
" See generally Welcome to Arlington County,
Virginia,
http://www.co.arlington.va.us?des/epo/green.htm (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
136 See Santa Monica Green Building Program, http://greenbuildings.santa-monica.org/ (last
visited Feb. 26, 2003).
'" See San Francisco Green Building
Projects, http://www.sfgov.org/sfenvironment/aboutus/greenbldg/projects.htm (last visited
Feb. 26, 2003).
' See Seattle Sustainable Building, available at http://www.cityofseattle.net/
sustainablebuilding /policy.htm (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
39
' See Press Release, City of Chicago, Mar. 22,2002, http://www.ci.chi.il.us./Environment/
html/PressReleaseshtml#greenhomes.html (last visited Feb, 26, 2003).
'" See Paul Fenn, Cuyahoga County, Ohio, Neighbor's Become Nation's Largest Clean
Power Purchaserwith Community Choice Agreement. Contract Doubles the Number of
Americans with Non-monopoly Power, Quintuples Green Mountain 's National Customer
Base, Loc. POWERNEWS, (Feb. 2001), http://www.local.org/cuyahoga.htnl (last visited Feb.
26, 2003).
141 Id.
142 Id.
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governments can take a leadership role as well, and in several ways.
Offering residents creative alternatives to consuming more is possible,
though a challenge.
"Less is more" is a motto few Americans today would perhaps
embrace. Yet it is clear that many Americans are questioning the merits of
lifestyles based more on quantity of consumption than quality of
relationships. Evidence suggests that however quality of life is defined,
quantity of consumable goods or amount of consumption, is not a good
correlate. As the ecological-footprint methodology shows, the average
ecological footprint for a Western European, while arguably large, is still
only about half that of a North American.143 Comparing France and the
United States shows that France, with half the consumption, meets or
exceeds the United States on many measures of health and well-being.
French life expectancy is 44higher, child mortality is lower, and education
levels are about the same.
Efforts at reducing the sheer amount of consumption, in the American
context, will need to be connected with improvements in personal health and
quality of life. This can be done. Making it easier to commute to work by
bicycle may result in desired mobility changes if the health, quality of life,
and cost savings are clear to citizens.
There are many policy and planning tactics that might be employed
in scaling back consumption and in encouraging more sustainable forms of
consumption. Some possiblities include: full cost pricing of goods and
services, regulatory standards and economic incentives that encourage
resource efficiency in the production of consumable goods, pilot projects and
demonstration initiatives promoting the qualities of "less is better" modes of
living, and public awareness and education campaigns.
Locally sponsored demonstration projects are another idea. What is
it like to live in a smaller home? What would a low energy house look like,
and would one feel comfortable living there? Is it possible to build an
ecological home on an in-fill lot in a way that fits into the surrounding
neighborhood? Cities like Chicago, which has sponsored a green home
demonstration project, are attempting to address these kinds of questions and

'4

LIVING PLANET REPORT, supra note 2, at 4.

'"See SUSTAINABLE SONOMA COUNTY, supra note 102.
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concerns-not by regulating or jawboning, but by showing tangibly,
viscerally what is possible.'45
Less-consumptive lifestyles will not come automatically for many
Americans and indeed there is a strong sense in which the local government's
role is (or should be) one of "coach." Shifting from car to bicycle is not
simply a result of painting bike lanes and installing bike racks, though these
things help. It is about helping residents to overcome the inertia; helping,
challenging, empowering, and coaching. Such coaching functions can take
different forms, but some ideas might be: financing and sponsoring
neighborhood eco-teams, making the tools for sustainable living available,
(e.g., by making bicycles available at low cost), and creating safe spaces
where citizens can begin to experiment with more sustainable patterns of
living.
C.

Rethinking Lifestyle

Smart growth initiatives and New Urbanism appear to do one of two
things. They either accept prevailing attitudes about the relationships
between public and private and the ways in which Americans live their daily
lives as a given, or they attempt to influence and redirect these attitudes
simply by re-designing the physical environment. We believe success
requires a more frontal attack and a fundamental cultural discussion about reconceptualizing lifestyle.
Communities, neighborhoods, and individuals can be challenged and
assisted in rethinking their lives, and an important element of the local
agenda can and should be a debate about the pace and priorities of modem
life. One of the major cultural challenges facing Americans is getting them
to slow down. The pace of life, the press of appointments and schedules, and
the perception that precious time must not be wasted represent real obstacles
to any meaningful change in lifestyle. Aging New Urbanist development
projects that seek tough physical design to provide a marginally more
attractive, pedestrian living environment will not succeed without also
tackling the issues and cultural speed and pace of life.
What might the elements be of such a rethinking? Some interesting
initiatives that began to tackle this issue provide some insights about what is
possible. The slow food movement, born in Italy in response to the impacts

""See Fenn, supra note 140.
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of commercial globalization on Italian society in mid-1980s, is one
interesting response. It was founded by Carlo Petrini, in response to the
arrival of a McDonald's, at the Piazza di Spagna in Rome.'46 Now with some
65,000 members in forty-five countries (including the United States) these
slow food enthusiasts are putting forward a new way of life and of living,
focused largely on the enjoyment of food and wine. 47 Through a network of
local convivial food events, tastings, and workshops are organized,
promoting appreciation of local dishes, food, and tradition. The movement
advances this agenda in many ways, including through a newsletter, wine
and food guides, and by maintaining a list of endangered local products and
"'
foods. 48
A companion Slow Cities network has emerged, which is taking this
149
philosophy of slowness and applying it at a town or community scale.
Formed in 1999, there are now more than thirty cities around the world
participating. 50 Participating cities must agree to embrace the Slow Cities
Charter.'
A variety of local policies and actions have been undertaken
under the mantle of slow cities. Founding cities like Bra and Greve are
discouraging fast food franchise and chain stores, restricting cars in
pedestrian city centers, and adopting policies and subsidies to support local
businesses. ' They also serve organic locally produced foods in their public
schools, accompanied by school curricula to allow students to appreciate the
source and history of this food.'

Restrictions have been placed on the

operating hours of small food stores to discourage overworking. 5 4 As the
deputy major of Bra notes, "[w]e are slowly creating a new climate, a new
way of looking at life."'5
146See

Jim Dixon, Slow Food For Fast Times, http:// www.realgoodfood.com (last visited

Feb.
26, 2002).
147 See Diane Voyatzis, Not so Fast... "The Slow Movement" is Gaining Ground, TuFTs
DAILY, Oct. 7, 2002, http://nutrition.tufts.edu/publications/matters/2002-10-07.shtml (last
visited Feb. 26, 2003).
"'s See Dixon, supra note 146.
149Hanore,

supra note 107.

150 Id.
151Id.

152 id.
153

id.

'54Hanore, supra, note
155

Id.

108.
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There is much work to be done in transforming the typical negative
connotations of slow in the United States-unproductive, lazy, boring and
dull. Speed and a fast-paced lifestyle are cultural qualities supported in the
media and rewarded in the workplace. Slow food and slow cities, almost by
their name and existence alone, provoke discussion. They offer a different
ideal, one that values personal relationships, conversation, and the rhythms
of nature above relentless speed.
What ideas and initiatives like slow cities show us is that global
economy can be tackled through local actions. A sustainable world can be
created through extremely local avenues; avenues that celebrate local culture
and uniqueness, locally advantageous on their face, as well as contributing
to quality of life.
D.

Rethinking Economy

Disconnecting from the global economy is not an option for most
communities, but there are many creative things that can be done, and a more
comprehensive community sustainability agenda requires that we include
them. An important step is focusing limited economic development dollars
and energy away from the attraction of large scale, corporate-owned business
and instead directing such funds toward the strengthening of existing local
businesses. Also important are innovative programs for growing and
facilitating new local business. Import substitution is a key critical strategy,
advocated by city enthusiasts like Jane Jacobs. 156 Import substitution
methods include preferential land use policies, fiscal and financial support,57
and other local actions that favor recirculating local capital and resources.'
Good examples can be found of communities building place-based
economies throughout the country. In Boulder, Colorado a group of locallyowned businesses called the Boulder Independent Business Alliance
("BIBA") is spearheading a program to support locally owned stores and to
resist the move towards chain stores." Locally-owned businesses can join
the organization, which has designed a decal that businesses can display in

See JANE JACOBS, THE ECONOMY OF CITIES (1996).
See Import Substitution, http://www.planning.unc.edu/courses/261/drucker (last visited
26, 2003).
Feb.
5
156
157

' See Boulder Independent Business Alliance, http://www.boulder-iba.org/ (last visited Feb.

26, 2003).
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their windows.'59 The logo-two circular arrows-vividly depicts the idea
behind keeping local money circulating locally."6 Other activities have
included production of a guide the locally-owned businesses creative
advertising to get the word out about BIBA and a card which provides
61
discounts at local stores.'
Local governments can, of course, do many things to encourage
locally-owned businesses and discourage big-box and chain stores. A
package of ordinances called the Community Vitality Act ("CVA") was
prepared by BIBA and submitted to the Boulder City Council.' 62 Though
not yet adopted, these would mandate city purchasing of goods from local
businesses, forbid the leasing of city-owned property to non-local businesses,
and would place a moratorium on grocery chain stores. 63 Many other
community examples exist: restriction or banning of chain stores, incentives
and subsidies for locally-owned businesses, and economic development
initiatives designed to grow the local economy from the inside out.'
If such efforts respond to and are sensitive to other important
American values, Americans will support them. Local entrepreneurial spirit
must be supported to yield higher quality and more durable products. This
support will result in more resilient local economies, and encourage the
distinctiveness and special qualities of the places in which people live.
E.

Rethinking Land and Property

Sprawl, consumption of farmland, and destruction of natural
resources are symptoms of an underlying set of legal, cultural, and
philosophical attitudes toward land and the natural environment. Land is
simply an interchangeable commodity, privately owned and with mostly
private interests. It is another input, along with aggregate and building
materials, needed to produce an inherently more valuable product, namely
a shopping mall, parking lot, or housing complex. The economically

159

id.

Id.
Id.
62 Id. (last visited Nov. 10, 2002).
163 See City of Boulder, Office of the City Attorney, http://www.ci.boulder.co.us/cao/xcva.html (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
16
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'64

See MICHAEL H. SHUMAN, GOING LOCAL 132 (1998).
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expedient view of land presents few barriers to its consumption and
destruction in the development process.
A companion cultural underpinning is the view that land and nature
should, for the most part, be rightly directed towards private interests. One
who privately owns a forest is, in our society, encouraged to see the private
benefits and to make decisions about the use and management of that forest
based on private goals and profit. Yet, we know that the forest promotes
extensive and critical public benefits. Changing these deep-seated, perhaps
uniquely American cultural views of land will be difficult, but opportunities
exist to begin this transition.
Re-adjusting the private/public balance in our conception of land
ownership is a key step. Progress here can be made in many ways and on
many fronts. Changing cultural views of land through familiarization with
many traditional perspectives, public education about sustainablilty and new
community land institutions are all important.
The concept of land and environment as public dimensions is actually
not new and has considerable support and precedent in the law. The public
trust doctrine continues to represent a significant and important legal and
policy foundation. The doctrine dates from Roman times, and was adopted
5
from English common law to this country.'6 It holds that certain aspects of
the natural environment, certain natural lands, are so imbued with public
dimensions that they cannot be appropriated or destroyed by private actions.
An extended and expanded concept of the public trust doctrine represents the
best underpinning here, building onto a long legal history and legal
precedent. Ensuring the protection and integrity of public resources
-- especially navigable water, riparian areas, and wetlands-is a primary
public responsibility, and a key element in local sustainability planning.
This Article asserts that an expanded and reinvigorated notion of
public trust is the cornerstone of community sustainability. It requires more
than simply protecting a shoreline or small wetland area. It creates an
affirmative duty to protect all aspects of the natural environment and to
recognize the public values and benefits of land as critical and inviolative
parameters on private land use. This includes protecting the larger
ecosystems in which communities are embedded like watersheds,
hydrological systems, landscapes, and eco-regions. It also encompasses the
See Public Trust Doctrine, http://www.utlaw.edu/ligl/publictrustdoctrine.htm (last
visited Feb. 26, 2002).
165
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more discrete, though no less significant, elements of urban and regional
ecology, such as trees and urban forest patches.
At the heart of the notion of a sustainable community is a renewed
commitment to land and environment as a commons, imbued with important
public and multi-generational values. These values must be acknowledged
and protected in local, regional, and state land use growth decisions. Such
values give greater support for and legitimacy to the public restraints placed
on private use. It also gives underpinning to collective institutions that
protect and manage the local land commons and supports new policies and
approaches for taking this commons into account.
American communities can and should begin to develop programs to
nurture, protect, and steward our land commons. Common land institutions
can also provide the community with the essential elements of sustainable
living. Local production of food should become a commodity, with targets
and quantitative goals a regulated part of the planning process. Similarly,
locally-produced energy can become a priority of a sustainable landscape.
Many good examples exist of communities moving in the direction
of an integrated sustainable commons, in which local production and
stewardship are essential elements. In Burlington, Vermont an 800 acre
floodplain of the Winooski River, known as the Intervale, has become the
location of a collection of farms and farm businesses producing farm goods
for this urban population.166 The Intervale is now home to eight farms,
producing a range of goods from vegetables and herbs, to honey and
flowers.167 There is a community-supported agriculture farm ("CSA")
serving about 400 families. 68 Here as well are successful composting
operations and a living machine greenhouse that produces commercial tilapia
fish, whose nutrient-rich waste is used for plant food.' 69 A small farm
incubator program is in use, and there are extensive walking and bicycle
trails.70

" See City of Boulder, supra note 163.
John Grogan,

16 7

At the Intervale in Vermont, a community turns aforgotten wasteland into
a thriving mecca, http://www.intervale.org/paradise.html (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
168See Intervale Farms Program, http://www.intervale.org/intervalefarms.html (last visited
Feb. 26, 2003).
169 See The Intervale Foundation, Sustainable Solutions for Vermont's Farming Future,
http://www.intervale.org/foundation.htnil (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
170
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These activities have been supported by the nonprofit Intervale
Foundation, formed in 1988.171 The Foundation acts as steward over much
of the land and operates the compost facility, the proceeds from which go to
the foundation.'72 The Intervale example is a positive one, with significant
results to show. Together these farms provide some 280,000 pounds of
organic vegetables per year to the greater Burlington area.'73
The Intervale demonstrates and exemplifies ways in which local
communities can begin to envision new land relationship which support and
sustain community land trusts. Community land trusts are important
collective institutions for expression of the land commons. They represent
an American tradition and precedent without challenging the basic
underlying market ethic so important in America. There are now several
hundred of them around the country.'7 4 The Burlington Community Land
Trust ("BCLT") is one of the oldest, most successful examples of a
community land institution focusing on provisions of affordable housing. 75
This nonprofit organization has been able to secure land and make it
available for low and moderate housing units.176 It provides residents with
grants for down payments and offers a home buying counseling service.'7 7
A unique feature is that the BCLT continues to hold the fee simple rights to
the land, providing to the buyer a long term lease, and restricting the amount
178
of profit that a homeowner is permitted upon sale to twenty-five percent.
of Burlington provided
Formed as a nonprofit organization in 1984, the City
179
started.
BCLT
the
get
a $200,000 second grant to

171 See Intervale Small Farms Incubator Program, A Program of the Intervale Foundation,
ProgramOverview and Application Procedure2001, http://www.intervale.org/
incubatorprogram.html (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
172 See

173 Id.

Grogan, supra note 167.

See Winton Pitcoff, Affortable Forever, Land Trusts Keep Housing Within Reach,
http://www.nhi.org/online/issues/i21/LandTrusts.html (last visited Feb 26, 2003).
- See Burlington Community Land Trust, http://ruralisc.org/bclt-history.htm (last visited
Feb. 26, 2003).
176 id.
177 Id. See also NeighborWorks Homeownership Center of Vermont, http://www.
landtrust.htm (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
getahome.org/
7
1 1 See Housing, Burlington Community Land Trust, Burlington, Vermont, http://www.
bchumanservices.net/pibclt.htm (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
9 See Burlington Community Land Trust, supra note 175.
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Expanded and reinvigorated connection to place and a resulting
commitment to place are essential components of sustainable communities.
This develops through a variety of both large and small actions. Changes in
consumption patterns and a shift to more local-based consumption of things
like food and energy are likely to contribute to a greater place awareness.
Seriously incorporating place and place knowledge in local schools and
school curricula is highly desirable. Standards of Learning Tests ("SOL"s)
might be reformed to require greater understanding and knowledge of
regional ecosystems, flora, and fauna.
Creatively injecting greater knowledge into the home ownership
process is one promising option. There are now some examples of ecological
developments where new residents, upon moving in, are essentially provided
ecological owners manuals.'
Perhaps we should expect builders,
developers, and homeowner associations to place more emphasis on
understanding the nature of the watershed in which homes are situated and
the appropriate care of that watershed.
In some parts of the country, neighborhood eco-team programs have
existed. This represents another promising program which place-based
education can occur. Local taxation and other local traditional instruments
of local government might be also reformed in ways that strengthen place.
Some states operate regional storm water management districts which might
be enlisted to provide education about place. Districts like Greensboro,
North Carolina have a graduated pricing system that encourages pervious
surfaces by charging higher fees for hard surfaces.'' Such systems have the
potential for encouraging and teaching desirable behavior by offering a
compelling explanation of the rationale or reasoning behind the price system
are provided to consumers.
Every building project in a community-public and private, large and
small-should be seen as a possibility to commit to place and to strengthen
knowledge ofplace. The Tampa Bay Aquarium, for example, once provided
flyers to visitors as they entered the facility describing its unique parking lot
design and the environmental impact of storm water runoff on bay water
quality.'82 The new rooftop garden on Chicago's City Hall represents the
ISo

BEATLEY & MANNING, supra note 7, at 133.

See The Stormwater Utility Fee, http://www.ci.greensboro.nc.us/stormwater/Billing/
index.htm (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
182 U.S. Envtl. Prot. Agency, Parking Lot at FloridaAquarium Becomes Laboratory 54,
181
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possibility of educating and reconnecting residents with native flora. Many
examples now exist of conservation communities organized at least partly
around active restoration of the native ecosystems." 3 While some of these
projects certainly represent examples of sprawl, the notion of place and
ecology as an organizing design principle holds much merit.

IV.

CONCLUSION: SUSTAINING COMMUNITIES AND PLACES AFTER
SEPTEMBER 11

It is often said that the world has become a different place following
the events of September 11, or that American society has changed and shifted
in significant ways."' As a final note, it is useful to begin to speculate how
these terrible events affect the community sustainability agenda, and how an
Americanized agenda of community sustainability must take this into
account.
Some reflection and commentary about how the events will affect
'
community planning has already been proffered in the literature and media. 85
Whether and in what ways the events of September 11 will enlarge the
complexion of the debate about smart growth and attitudes toward suburban
versus compact city living environments is unclear. Early commentary and
speculation suggested that concerns about the safety of life in larger cities,
especially high density, high rise living environments, will serve as an
impetus for acceleration of urban sprawl.' 86 Yet there may be important
counterarguments that smart growth may make even more sense in the postSeptember 11 world.
Some argue that communities can actually become safer if they
pursue smart growth policies.' 7 In communities where an emphasis is
placed on developing a sense of community, where residents know and
SOURCE NEWS NOTES, (Nov. 1998),http://www.epa.gov/owow/
info/NewsNotes/issue54/urban54.html (last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
See BEATLEY & MANNING, supra note 7, at 137-47.
ISSee generally, Understanding America After 9/11, www.understandingamerica.org (last
visited Feb. 26, 2003).
NONPOINT

185 Id.

"8See A New Urban Geography, http://faculty.washington.edu/krumme/urban/ny01.html
(last visited Feb. 26, 2003).
'" See Sam Casella, Let Cities by Cities, PLANETIZEN, http://www.planetizen.com/oped/
item.php?id=37 (last visited Feb. 26, 2002).
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recognize each other, terrorists will stand out. Improvements in transit, such
as high speed rail, are better justified given the breakdown of the aviation
system following the terrorist attacks. People commuting long distances
from suburban or rural homes to work will be more concerned about being
apart from their families, and will thus seek out communities and
living
188
norm.
the
are
commutes
shorter
and
walking
where
environments
Many of our expanded concepts of community sustainability take an
added importance following the terrorist events of September 11. "Security"
can be expanded in significant ways to encompass community and
bioregional security. Worries about the transport and integrity of community
189
and regional food supply lends added support for locally-grown foods.
Disruption of the flows of energy and materials equally supports local
production of these goods. 90 Potential disruption of the production and
transmission of electricity supports the call for more decentralized systems
that are, at the same time, more sustainable. Those energy sources that raise
some of the most serious concerns for environmentalists-notably nuclear
power-are also the most vulnerable in the new climate of terrorism.
Interestingly, concerns about community security strongly support
further moves in the direction of ecological technologies and communities.
For instance, even the fairly conventional water waste treatment plant serving
much of the Washington, D.C. region (Blue Plains) became perceived as a
possible target of terrorist attacks as a result of the chlorine gas used in the
treatment process there. Living machines, constructed wetlands, and other
natural approaches to treating wastewater are, as a consequence, not as
vulnerable and gain extra support in the face of terrorism.
The new terrorism climate suggests new more sustainable ways of
transporting people and goods. Safer, more secure travel likely means
greater emphasis on high-speed rail and alternatives to already overcongested flightways and airports. In the surge of patriotism that followed
the events of September 11, and the vivid acts of selflessness that
characterized the response to that tragedy, there may also be a kernel of hope
for a more sustainable society. True patriotism involves behaving and living

"'8See Enimet Pierce, "Smart Growth " Touted as Tool inFight Against Terrorism, SAN
DIEGO UNION-TRIB. Jan. 26, 2002, at B3.
189Id.
190 id.
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that reflects in serious and genuine ways a concern for our environmental
commons, and our common environmental future.

